
 

118 | 
 

* 

 

  
 

Campaign Model for the 2024 Regional Head Election in Asahan 

Regency and Tanjung Balai City (Comparative Study of Single 

and Multi-Candidate Candidates) 

 
Rahmi Fitra Ulwani Siahaan1*, Ahmad Tamrin Sikumbang2, Anang Anas Azhar3, Ahmad Sujai Tanjung4 

 

1,2,3,4Universitas Islam Negeri Sumatera Utara, Indonesia 

Email*: fitrarahmi13@gmail.com 

 
Received: 28 December 2025 Revised:  27 January 2026 Accepted: 23 February 2026 

 

Abstract 

Differences in the structure of competition in the election of regional heads are important to study 

because they determine how candidate pairs design messages, choose communication channels, mobilize 

voters, and build political legitimacy. This study aims to find and compare the campaign models of 

candidate pairs in the 2024 Regional Elections in Asahan Regency and Tanjung Balai City, as well as 

identify opportunities and communication barriers. The research uses a phenomenological qualitative 

approach with a comparative study type. A total of 12 informants were selected through purposive 

sampling. Data were collected through in-depth interviews, participatory observations, and 

documentation, then analyzed using the Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña models through collection, 

condensation, data presentation, and conclusion drawn. The validity of the data is strengthened through 

triangulation of sources and theories. The results of the study show that Asahan Regency implements a 

legitimacy-participatory campaign model that emphasizes motivational communication, consultative 

dialogue, village network mobilization, and increased voter participation. The city of Tanjung Balai 

implements a competitive-adaptive framing-disruption model through candidate differentiation, 

management of local issues, digital communication, relational networks, and viral momentum. These 

findings confirm that the structure of the competition determines the objectives, messages, channels, 

organization, and measure of campaign success. Further research is recommended to test both models 

through quantitative approaches or mixed methods. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 2024 simultaneous regional head election (Pilkada) in North Sumatra displays two 

contrasting political dynamics between Asahan Regency and Tanjung Balai City. Asahan is an area 

with a single candidate, where Taufik Zainal Abidin Rianto's partner faces an empty box. This 

situation demands a political communication model based on public legitimacy, not just electoral 

competition (Asahan KPU, 2024). Meanwhile, the city of Tanjung Balai presents a fight between 

three candidate pairs, namely Mahyaruddin Fadly, Waris Rolel (incumbent), and Eka Darwin, 

which shows the intensity of competition and differentiation of campaign messages in the more 

competitive public space (KPU Tanjungbalai, 2024). These two arenas show fundamental 

differences in how candidates interpret victory: Asahan is oriented toward strengthening 

participation so that votes do not fall on empty boxes. At the same time, Tanjung Balai focuses on 

fighting for support among candidates through a narrative of fiercely competitive superiority. 

The phenomenon of a single candidate in Asahan presents a paradoxical form of electoral 

democracy: on the one hand it reflects a solid political consensus, but on the other hand it poses a 

challenge to public participation and political legitimacy. This condition demands a political 

communication approach that emphasizes persuasion and moral symbolism so that people are still 

encouraged to participate. It is different from Tanjung Balai, where the dynamics of multi-candidate 

competition create a more open political negotiation space, while encouraging candidates to 

package campaign messages in a more aggressive, differentiated, and segmentative way. These two 

forms of contestation present relevant academic questions: how winning campaign models are 

designed and implemented in the context of different competition structures, and the extent to which 

political communication is a determining factor for success in each region (Aguilar-Pardo, 2024; 

Karwacka, 2022; Sofyan, 2025). 

The analysis of these two regional election contexts is important because both are in a 

relatively similar social environment, namely marked by the dominance of Muslim voters of more 

than 90 percent, the strong network of mosques and taklim assemblies, and social relations that are 

strongly influenced by religious norms and authorities. This similarity shows that socio-religious 

variables provide a relatively equal political communication arena for candidates (Koa, 2021). 

Although the religious base is the same, the communication orientation differs: in Asahan there is 

more emphasis on the moral invitation to participate, while in Tanjung Balai there is more emphasis 

on the narrative of change, program competition, and leadership style. This shows that similarity in 

the social base does not guarantee similarity in communication approaches, because the form of 

competition determines the logic of the chosen strategy (Hasan, 2024). 

This situation opens up an opportunity to examine the winning campaign model in more depth 

by using the campaign communication model of Nowak & Warneryd (2022). This model views 

campaigns as a process that involves five main elements: the intended effect, the object of the 

campaign, the target, the message and communication channel (message & channel), and the 

obtained effect (Moret-Soler, 2022). The effectiveness of winning in local elections cannot be 

separated from the three main pillars of political communication, namely campaigns, witnesses, and 

communication media. Campaigns serve as the main platform for building public image and trust; 

witnesses are a mechanism to secure votes and the legitimacy of results; while the media plays a 

role in expanding the reach of messages and creating a resonance of opinions among the public 

(Orosa, 2022). 
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The research gap arises when the context of local and regional political campaigns, 

particularly in single-candidate versus multi-candidate schemes, has not received much attention in 

the international literature. Global studies are still centered on presidential elections, parliaments, 

and digital contests in developed countries. In contrast, campaign dynamics in developing countries 

such as Indonesia, with strong socio-religious characteristics, have not been integrated into global 

discourse. There is almost no research that distinguishes the winning campaign model between 

regions that face direct political opponents and regions that deal with empty boxes. This gap 

presents a great opportunity for research to offer a new perspective on adaptive political 

communication in local elections, which combines campaign analysis, voter participation, and 

socio-religious contexts that shape patterns of political legitimacy at the regional level. 

The local political reality depicted in the Asahan and Tanjung Balai Regional Elections shows 

a gap between das Sein and das Sollen in the practice of electoral democracy. Empirically, the 

winning campaign model in both regions is still dominated by a pragmatic approach oriented toward 

electoral victory and short-term support mobilization. At the same time, normatively, local 

democracy should demand participatory, dialogical, and public-educated political communication 

practices. This gap shows that political campaigns have not fully functioned as an instrument of 

public political education, but still focus on symbolic transactions and mastery of power discourses. 

This condition reinforces the urgency of this study to review the political communication model 

carried out by the pair of regional head candidates in two different competitive contexts, and to see 

the extent to which the strategy can approach the ideal of substantial democracy. This study aims 

to find a campaign model for regional head candidate pairs in the 2024 Regional Elections in Asahan 

Regency and Tanjung Balai City, analyze the differences in campaign models between regional 

head candidate pairs in the 2024 Regional Elections in Asahan Regency and Tanjung Balai City, 

and analyze the opportunities and obstacles of the campaign model of regional head candidate pairs 

in the Regional Elections in Asahan and Tanjung Balai Regencies. 

The urgency of this research lies in its efforts to fill the gap in the study of local political 

campaign models in Indonesia, especially in the context of comparisons between single and multi-

candidate candidates. This study offers a new perspective by focusing on how political 

communication is constructed, conducted, and evaluated in two contrasting competitive situations. 

This approach not only expands the empirical scope of the study of political communication but 

also strengthens understanding of how democracy works at the local level, with all its limitations 

and peculiarities. Through the application of Nowak and Warneryd's campaign communication 

model, this study expands the model's function from the context of commercial campaigns into the 

realm of local Indonesian politics. In addition, this research is expected to enrich political 

communication theory by emphasizing the relationship between campaign models, witness 

networks, and the use of communication media as an integrated system in building legitimacy and 

public participation. 

 

METHODS 

This study uses a phenomenological qualitative approach with a comparative study type 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2022; Weyant, 2022). This approach aims to understand the subjective 

experience of political actors in designing and running a winning campaign model in two different 

competition contexts, namely the Asahan Regency Regional Election with a single candidate and 

the Tanjung Balai City Regional Election with multiple candidates. This research was conducted in 
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two administrative areas in North Sumatra Province, namely Asahan Regency and Tanjung Balai 

City. The informants in this study were selected using the purposive sampling technique, which is 

the deliberate determination of informants based on the consideration that they have knowledge, 

experience, and involvement that is relevant to the focus of the research. The composition of the 

research informants consisted of 12 people who were purposively selected based on their direct 

involvement in the 2024 Regional Election campaign process in Tanjung Balai City and Asahan 

Regency. 

The main instrument is the researcher himself, because in qualitative research the researcher 

plays a direct role in determining the focus of observation, collecting data, interpreting information, 

and understanding the meaning that arises from the informant's experience in the field. The auxiliary 

instruments in this study are interview guidelines and observation guidelines. Data collection was 

carried out through three main techniques, namely in-depth interviews, participatory observation, 

and documentation (Baum, 2021; Gleeson, 2021; Lincoln, 2024). In-depth interviews are conducted 

in a semi-structured manner with predetermined informants, both from the winning team and the 

community (Takona, 2024). Participatory observation was carried out to directly observe campaign 

activities, interaction patterns between the winning team and the community, and various forms of 

political communication that took place in the field (Gleeson, 2021). Documentation is used to 

strengthen and verify data from interviews and observations through official archives, KPU and 

Bawaslu reports, mass media news, campaign materials, photos of activities, and social media 

publications. 

Data analysis uses the Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña model, which includes four main stages: 

data collection, data condensation, data presentation, and conclusion drawing (Miles et al., 2020). 

The coding process is carried out manually to find meanings related to communication models, 

media use, witness management, and the dynamics of voter participation. The validity of the data 

is maintained through triangulation of sources by comparing information from the winning team 

leader, public relations coordinator, volunteers, and the community, and checking the consistency 

between the results of interviews, observations, and documentation (Flick, 2020). This study also 

uses theoretical triangulation by linking field results to the Nowak and Warnery campaign models, 

Grunig and Hunt's winning campaign models, and the political participation theory of Verba, Nie, 

and Kim (Flick, 2022). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

RESULTS 

Campaign Model for Candidates for Regional Head of Asahan Regency and Tanjungbalai 

City  

The findings in this section focus on the winning campaign model as a series of political 

communication practices designed, executed, and evaluated by candidate pairs and their supporting 

machines in the context of competitive contestation. This framework of findings positions 

campaigns, witness networks, and media use as a locked unit, because persuasion is not only 

determined by the content of the message, but also by the accuracy of the target, narrative 

consistency, and organizational discipline in securing information distribution and support at the 

community level (Rejekiningsih et al., 2024). 
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Figure 1. Map of Interview Results in Tanjungbalai City (Source: NVivo 15, 2026) 

 

The winning campaign model in Tanjung Balai City, as shown on the map of interview results, 

reflects a communication architecture that operates as a system rather than a stand-alone series of 

activities. The framework connects scheduled outreach, voter segmentation, cultural approaches, 

field visits, message control, personal networking, pragmatic choices, environment-based 

campaigns, relational outreach, emotional resonance, to viral content circulating in the digital space. 

This structure places victory as a product of cross-channel coordination that closes the gaps, as the 

candidate's message is produced, disseminated, tested for response, and then re-amplified through 

social networks and media that work simultaneously at the city level. 

Scheduled outreach comes across as a foundation that ensures campaigns move in an orderly 

and repetitive manner at the same social points, so that candidate attendance is not incidental. Ade 

Fahriza emphasized, "Campaign communication is designed through the initial mobilization of the 

party structure to the environmental level and ongoing outreach activities before the formal 

campaign period begins." Ade Fahriza said, "The team segmented voters, including women and 

youth groups, and then adjusted engagement activities according to those segments." Ade Fahriza 

explained, "Media opinion teams and journalists are also involved to strengthen the candidate's 

public image and maintain narrative consistency" (Hellzén et al., 2022). 

The competitive communication model in the context of multi-candidate in Tanjung Balai can 

be seen from the emphasis on differentiation of incumbents and framing change as the main 

differentiator. Ade Fahriza stated, "In the context of multi-candidates, campaign communication 

highlights the strength of the coalition and emphasizes political change as a key differentiator from 

the incumbent." Adi Herman emphasized, "The campaign model relies heavily on culturally 

embedded communication through direct engagement with the community, repeated environmental 

visits, and face-to-face delivery of visions and programs." Competitive framing that emphasizes 

performance comparisons and change narratives shows how campaigns structure public judgments 

of candidates and opponents (Siebert et al., 2022). 

Social media operations on the interview map show the professionalization of digital message 

production and prudence in maintaining image stability. Syahrizal Indomora Harahap emphasized, 

"Campaign communication is centered on coordinated social media operations on TikTok, 

Facebook, and Instagram, supported by a dedicated production team." The content selection process 

is also explicitly mentioned through a statement, "Content selection follows an internal review 

process to prevent reputational risks and maximize engagement potential." Syahrizal explained, 
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"Digital communication focuses on local issues such as floods, waste management, and fiscal issues, 

which results in higher online interactions" (Gulyas & Hess, 2024). 

The viral content in the interview map shows how digital culture can shift the dynamics of 

competition through emotional resonance that is difficult to match with formal messages. Kacak 

Alfonso emphasized, "Campaign communication in Tanjung Balai was greatly influenced by the 

viral spread of a protest song criticizing local governance, then it became a common reference, 

especially among young voters." Erwinsyah emphasized, "The dynamics of the campaign in 

Tanjung Balai are greatly influenced by pragmatic considerations and personal ties, so that the 

decision to vote often involves social relations, family connections, and practical incentives." 

Juanda reinforces the relational dimension by stating, "Campaign communication involves strong 

relational outreach through neighborhood visits, community discussions, and local campaign 

coordination, while small-scale practical assistance is perceived by citizens as part of the campaign 

effort." 

Asahan Regency places the winning campaign model as a political communication practice 

that moves within the structure of a single-candidate competition facing empty columns. This 

configuration shifts the center of victory from a battle of differentiation between candidates to 

legitimacy work that demands public justification of the meaning of the election, strengthening 

voter participation, and managing citizens' perception of blank columns as a formal rejection 

channel. The main risk lies not in the opponent's attack on the candidate, but rather in political 

apathy, declining voter turnout, and the formation of a discourse that elections are only a formality 

(Gommeh et al., 2021). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Map of Interview Results in Asahan Regency (Source: NVivo 15, 2026) 

 

The map of the results of the communication model interviews in Asahan Regency shows a 

winning configuration that relies on legitimacy work, voter mobilization, and strengthening socio-

political networks at the local level. The single-candidate contestation structure of dealing with 

empty columns forms a different communication logic than the battle between candidates, as the 

center of strategy moves on maintaining participation and ensuring the electoral mandate is 

perceived as legitimate by the public. This framework makes each node on the map function as part 

of a single system that connects political networks, organizational coordination, village leadership, 

neighborhood meetings, and complementary media utilization (Harmawati et al., 2024). 

Lokot Ridwan Batubara stated, "The winning campaign model is built through layered 

communication, starting from the formation of a structured political network from the sub-district 

level to the polling station, so that the visibility of candidates and the penetration of messages really 

works." Fahri Mirza Harsono emphasized, "We do not just come to deliver programs, but open a 
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dialogue room, listen to residents' complaints, and then use it as material to compile a message that 

makes more sense for them." Fahri stated, "If residents feel heard, they are more willing to vote, 

because they think that this election still has meaning." 

The dimension of elite influence on the map indicates that local social structures still play a 

major role in authoritative figures who can influence citizens' decisions. Supiah emphasized, "The 

influence of the figure is real, because the people here still see who they trust, and then they follow 

his direction." Kasini emphasized, "The village head, RT, RW is the one who knows the condition 

of the community best, so if they invite them, the impact is immediately felt." This statement shows 

that community functions as a reinforcer of participation norms, so that mobilization is not only 

individual, but also collective through subtle social pressure (Harmawati et al., 2024; Sun et al., 

2024). 

The organizational network dimension on the map confirms that winning requires an internal 

structure that can divide tasks, regulate the rhythm of activities, and maintain message discipline. 

Ramli emphasized, "We work using a clear organizational network, there is a coordinator, there is 

a regional division, there is a reporting mechanism, so the message conveyed is one voice." The 

integrated media dimension on the map shows that campaigns are not only moving in a face-to-face 

space, but blending communication channels to expand the reach of participation messages. 

Awaluddin stated, "We combine field communication with the media, so the activities below are 

raised again so that the message of participation and legitimacy reaches more people." 

The winning orientation forms a different communication architecture between Tanjung Balai 

and Asahan, so that the strategic pressure points are impossible to standardize even though the 

communication devices used look similar. The multi-candidate structure in Tanjung Balai 

encourages message differentiation and counternarrative management. In contrast, the single-

candidate structure in Asahan encourages legitimacy and participation strengthening as the most 

decisive indicators of success (Dong, 2025). Tanjung Balai placed changing perceptions and shifts 

in support as the main outcomes of the tight competition. In contrast, Asahan placed meaningful 

participation and social acceptance of outcomes as the most decisive outcomes. 

The legitimacy-participatory model in Asahan Regency can be read as an effort to convey a 

message that encourages people to continue to use their voting rights in the absence of competing 

candidates. The framing-disruption model in Tanjung Balai City works through program 

differentiation, image strengthening, issue management, and the use of various communication 

channels to reach different segments of voters. 

 

Differences in the Campaign Model of the Candidate Pair for Regional Head of Asahan 

Regency and Tanjungbalai City  

The campaign communication model in this section is positioned as a framework that explains 

how the winning campaign model translates into message design, channel selection, actor 

structuring, and measurement of the effect of communication at the voter level. The context of the 

multi-candidate Tanjung Balai City Election demands a competitive and adaptive communication 

model, because campaigns work in a narrative arena that collides with each other, the rhythm of 

issues that quickly change, and the public that receives many communication stimuli in proximity. 

The model framework in these findings views campaigns as a system that connects the planning of 

desired effects, goal mapping, message production, media selection, and continuous feedback, so 
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that changes in voter preferences can be understood as a result of the interaction between 

communication design and social responses that develop in urban spaces (Premathilake & Li, 2024). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Map of Interview Results in Tanjungbalai City (Source: NVivo 15, 2026) 

 

The campaign communication model in Tanjung Balai City on the map shows that victory is 

built through a series of communication that moves from the production of the core narrative to the 

management of the impact of public perception that continues to change. The multi-candidate 

structure creates a dense message competition field, so that the communication model is not enough 

to be understood as a one-way flow from candidate to voter, but as a system that combines coalition 

messages, mass mobilization, performance comparison, digital engagement, pragmatic calculations, 

and narrative disruption that can emerge from informal spaces. 

The dimension of coalition messaging on the map shows that coalition strength is used as a 

marker of political legitimacy as well as an instrument of differentiation against incumbents. Ade 

Fahriza explained, "Campaign communication highlights the strength of the coalition and 

emphasizes political change as the main differentiator from the incumbent." The performance 

comparison dimension on the map shows how campaigns produce public ratings through 

performance contrast. Adi Herman emphasized, "Campaign communication emphasizes 

differentiation through performance comparison and narrative of change." 

The competitive framing dimension of the map reinforces that performance comparisons work 

alongside the change frame to create a symbolic opposition that is easy for voters to understand. 

Adi Herman stated, "The message highlights the weaknesses perceived by the public in the 

governance of the incumbent, while positioning the challenger as a party capable of bringing 

improvements." The relationship between competitive framing and performance comparison 

confirms that contrast strategies guide the campaign communication model, because differentiation 

is key when voters receive various messages from several candidates in close proximity. 

The digital engagement dimension on the map places the digital space as the main arena for 

message reinforcement, not just an additional channel. Syahrizal Indomora Harahap emphasized, 

"Campaign communication is centered on coordinated social media operations on TikTok, 

Facebook, and Instagram, supported by a dedicated production team." This information shows that 

the campaign communication model moves as a system of content production, cross-platform 

distribution, and response monitoring, so that digital communication becomes an engine that 

accelerates reach while tightening the competition for perceptions (Kebede et al., 2022). Syahrizal 

stated, "The selection of content follows an internal review process to prevent reputational risks and 

maximize potential engagement." 
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The persuasive outreach dimension of the map shows that the campaign still needs relational 

work to turn impressions into real choices. Juanda emphasized, "Campaign communication involves 

strong relational outreach through neighborhood visits, community discussions, and local campaign 

coordination." The pragmatic dimension of voting on the map shows that voting decisions are often 

determined by calculations produced by social networks, not just by policy arguments. Erwinsyah 

described, "Voting decisions often involve social relationships, family connections, and practical 

incentives, reflecting a political culture that works through interpersonal influence, not mere 

programmatic messages." 

The perception shift dimension on the map shows how perception shifts can arise from 

channels that are not fully controlled by the campaign team. Kacak Alfonso explained, "Campaign 

communication in Tanjung Balai was greatly influenced by the viral spread of a protest song 

criticizing local governance, then it became a common reference, especially among young voters." 

The narrative disruption dimension on the map confirms that viral content can disrupt the stability 

of the incumbent's image and force strategy adjustments. Handsome Alfonso added, "The viral song 

helped shift voter perceptions by reinforcing dissatisfaction with the incumbent and amplifying 

criticism in a memorable form." 

The overall communication model map of the Tanjung Balai campaign shows that victory is 

formed through the integration of three interlocking layers: a competitive narrative layer through 

coalition messaging, performance comparison, and competitive framing; a relational layer through 

persuasive outreach, strategic incentives, and pragmatic voting; and a perception acceleration layer 

through digital engagement, perception shift, and narrative disruption. This structure explains that 

campaigns move as an adaptive system that continuously produces messages, examines responses, 

and then amplifies the most effective channels in situations of intense competition. 

The change in the structure of the competition became relevant when the analysis shifted to 

Asahan Regency, which presented a contestation of a single candidate facing an empty column. 

This configuration shifts the orientation of the communication model from the struggle for support 

between candidates to the maintenance of legitimacy through strengthening voter participation and 

strengthening the meaning of elections. The main risk lies not in the counternarrative of the 

candidate, but rather in apathy, the diminished urgency of voting, and the growing perception that 

elections are just formalities that do not need to be followed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Map of Interview Results in Asahan Regency (Source: NVivo 15, 2026) 
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The change in the structure of the competition became relevant when the analysis shifted to 

Asahan Regency, which presented a contestation of a single candidate facing an empty column. 

This configuration shifts the orientation of the communication model from the struggle for support 

between candidates to the maintenance of legitimacy through strengthening voter participation and 

strengthening the meaning of elections. The main risk lies not in the counternarrative of the 

candidate's opponents, but rather in apathy, decreased urgency of voting, and the growing 

perception that elections are just formalities that do not need to be followed. 

The motivational communication dimension on the map shows that campaign communication 

in Asahan starts with producing psychological motivation so that residents feel they have a reason 

to vote. Lokot Ridwan Batubara emphasized, "If the context is a single candidate, the hardest thing 

is to motivate residents to come, because many feel that the results are predictable." The motivation 

in this model is directly related to participation legitimacy, which is an important node, because 

legitimacy is produced through involvement, not just through the victory of votes over empty 

columns. Fahri Mirza Harsono emphasized, "Legitimacy is only felt if the community is involved, 

so our communication focuses on making residents feel that this election is still important." 

The participatory dimension of the model on the map shows that campaign communication 

seeks to create a format that engages citizens, rather than simply conveying a one-way message. 

Fahri stated, "We don't just deliver programs, we invite people to talk, so that they feel part of the 

process, not just the audience." The consultative approach dimension strengthens participatory logic 

by placing consultation as a mechanism for gathering aspirations and formulating relevant messages 

(Uotila et al., 2024). Fahri emphasized, "We heard the complaints of the residents first, then we 

compiled the way of speaking and the campaign materials, so that it would not seem patronizing." 

The defensive communication dimension on the map shows that campaigns need to respond 

to public skepticism that can arise in the form of cynicism or an attitude of underestimating 

elections. Supiah emphasized, "There are residents who say what to vote for, so we have to continue 

to explain that voting is not about the opponent, but about mandate and responsibility." The 

dimension of limited competition on the map indicates that limited competition is the structural 

condition that shapes all communication models in Asahan (Barrero et al., 2023). 

The turnout emphasis dimension on the map shows that the focus of communication is 

directed at increasing voter attendance as an indicator of legitimacy. Kasini emphasized, "The most 

emphasized thing is attendance, we continue to remind residents to come, because if the 

participation is low, people will think that this election is not serious." The social mobilization 

dimension on the map shows that voter attendance is built through social mechanisms that are close 

to the community. Kasini stated, "The village head, RT, RW, and environmental leaders are the 

most effective to invite, because the residents hear them every day." Kasini added, "If the residents 

participate, the results are more acceptable, so our focus is indeed participation, not just winning 

points." 

The overall communication model of the Asahan campaign shows that victory is built through 

the integration of three main layers, strengthening the meaning and motivation of participation, 

managing the risk of apathy through defensive communication and message consistency, and 

operating strategies through structural support, process supervision, and social mobilization at the 

village and environmental levels. This structure explains why campaigns in the context of a single 

candidate move more legitimately than competitively, since the end goal is social acceptance of 

outcomes that are supported by meaningful participation. 
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The campaign communication model in the two regions moves from different contestation 

contexts, so the core components of the model are also oriented differently. The Tanjung Balai 

model relies on narrative competition, while the Asahan model relies on participatory legitimacy. 

Competitive framing and performance comparison in Tanjung Balai work as a differentiation 

mechanism, while turnout emphasis and participation legitimacy in Asahan work as a mechanism 

of meaning. 

Digital engagement in Tanjung Balai is an acceleration engine because the diffusion of 

content and engagement expands the reach of messages while accelerating the shift in perception. 

Integrated media in Asahan reinforces fieldwork, maintains public attention to the urgency of the 

election, and ensures that the message of participation does not sink into social routines. Tanjung 

Balai places message control as reputation protection in the fast-paced digital space, while Asahan 

places electoral vigilance as a protection against the delegitimization of the process. 

The integrity of this tabulation confirms that the campaign communication model cannot be 

separated from the contestation structure and ecology of local communication. Tanjung Balai needs 

a competitive-adaptive model because the arena of discourse is changing rapidly and narrative 

disruption has the potential to shift perceptions. Asahan requires a legitimative-participatory model 

because the main challenge lies in the decrease in the urgency of voting and the need to build social 

acceptance through turnout and meaningful participation. 

 

Opportunities and Communication Obstacles for Candidates for Regional Heads of Asahan 

Regency and Tanjungbalai City 

The opportunity and communication obstacles section in the Tanjung Balai City Election is 

positioned to read the conditions that strengthen or limit the effectiveness of campaign work in the 

multi-candidate contestation structure. The dense competition of messages makes communication 

not only judged by how often the message is delivered, but also by how precisely the message is 

framed, how quickly it is disseminated, and how strongly it is accepted in the social conversation 

of citizens. 

The main opportunity in the multi-candidate context arises from the opening of differentiation 

space for incumbents, especially when the public has direct experience with governance issues that 

are considered problematic. This opportunity makes the change narrative work as a framing anchor 

that leads the public to judge the candidate through the symbolic opposition between the perceived 

conditions and the agenda of improvement offered. The strength of these opportunities lies in their 

ability to turn everyday issues into political evaluation material that can be reshared through urban 

social networks (Haas et al., 2021). 

Communication opportunities are also open through digital channels that can expand the reach 

of messages beyond face-to-face audiences. Coordinated social media operations allow campaign 

content to be produced in a format that conforms to the platform's logic, allowing messages to 

circulate quickly, build engagement, and thicken candidate visibility. Indirect opportunities also 

arise from the disruption of narratives that work through popular culture and viral content, especially 

when such content locks in public emotions and places criticism in an easily repeatable format. 

Adi Herman emphasized, "The narrative of change is the strongest entrance because residents 

compare what they feel with what is promised." Adi Herman stated, "Criticism of the incumbent is 

effective if it is based on performance, not just attacking the person, because residents have 

experience directly assessing." Performance-based criticism strengthens the legitimacy of change, 
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as the public can verify the campaign narrative through the service and governance experiences they 

face (Primayanti & Puspita, 2022). 

Handsome Alfonso emphasized, "Symbolic criticism gets stuck faster, especially if it's 

wrapped in a cultural form that is easy to repeat." Handsome Alfonso stated, "The impact is not 

only that people know, but people feel it, so their emotions move along, and then it affects the way 

they judge." Psychological impact is at the heart of changing perceptions, as voters often decide not 

only because of data, but because of feelings that are repeated and reinforced by social conversations 

(Casero-Ripollés, 2021). 

The main obstacle to multi-candidate contexts arises from message noise, as the public 

receives many communication stimuli from multiple candidate pairs in proximity. This noise 

demands disciplined message control so the candidate's narrative is not divided, because narrative 

fragmentation weakens differentiation and gives the opponent room to take advantage of 

disynchronization. Another obstacle is structural when the incumbent has certain advantages that 

affect public visibility, access, and perception of government capacity (Carotenuto et al., 2023). 

The next obstacle arises from reputational risk in the digital space, as content can be 

misinterpreted, twisted, or counterattacked quickly. Syahrizal stated, "On social media, negative 

comments spread very quickly, so content must be prepared so that it is not easily twisted." 

Erwinsyah added, "There is strong social loyalty, people follow family, join groups, follow figures, 

so it is not easy to be shifted just by advertising." Social loyalty becomes an obstacle because it 

makes changing preferences more difficult, but it becomes an opportunity when campaigns can 

penetrate those networks through consistent relational outreach (Ali et al., 2021). 

The overall map of opportunities and obstacles at Tanjung Balai confirms that campaign 

communication moves on three interlocking layers: the layer of local context that determines 

acceptance, the layer of issue discourse that shapes the assessment, and the psychological layer that 

accelerates the shift in perception. Effective campaign work leverages opportunities on change 

narratives, public issues, sympathy, and viral momentum, while managing barriers in the form of 

social loyalty, negative comments, and ethical sensitivity (Musi et al., 2024). 

Changes in the contest context became important when the analysis was shifted to Asahan 

Regency, which presented a single candidate facing a blank column. The shift in the structure of the 

competition changed the center of communication pressure from grabbing attention and disrupting 

narratives to issues of legitimacy and participation. The main risk is no longer the noise of messages 

between candidates. However, the predictability of the results lowers voter urgency, triggers apathy, 

and opens up the space for cynicism about the meaning of the election. 

Communication opportunities in Asahan tend to rely on consolidating the structure and 

strength of village networks as a driving force for participation. The most decisive line of 

communication is no longer dominant in virality, but in the repetition of the invitation to vote 

through environmental meetings, local leadership, and social mobilization that is close to the daily 

lives of citizens. Strengthening the message of participation is a key strategy because the success of 

the campaign is measured by voter involvement as a buffer of legitimacy. 

The administrative continuity dimension on the map shows the opportunities that come from 

administrative sustainability and the stability of the governance structure, because the public can 

read the continuity of services as a reason to stay involved. Kasini emphasized, "Many citizens see 

sustainability as important, so our communication links elections to the continuation of service, not 
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just who wins." Awaluddin emphasized, "We encourage residents to see this election as related to 

the continuation of development, so they have a rational reason to vote." 

Administrative continuity is met with reduced excitement, which appears as an obstacle, 

marking a decline in political enthusiasm when the contestation does not present a rival candidate. 

Fahri Mirza Harsono emphasized, "The atmosphere of the election was not as usual, because 

residents felt that there was no match, so the excitement decreased." Fahri stated, "If the enthusiasm 

is low, the invitation to vote will not be automatic, it must be repeated continuously through 

meetings and local figures." 

Development narrative opportunities confront media limitations as obstacles, marking the 

limitations of the reach and effectiveness of certain media channels in the local context. Awaluddin 

stated, "In some areas, the limitations of the media are real, so you can't just rely on information 

through the media, you have to go down directly." The limited media shows that communication 

opportunities in Asahan are more determined by fieldwork and community networks. 

The limitations of the media are related to the inevitability perception that emerges as a 

psychological obstacle, namely the perception that the election results are certain (Z. Cheng et al., 

2024). Supiah emphasized, "Many feel that the result is certain, so they ask why it came." Supiah 

stated, "If there is a definite assumption, enthusiasm decreases, and it makes communication work 

harder." 

The infrastructure issue dimension on the map indicates infrastructure issues that can limit 

mobility and reduce participation, especially when access to certain locations is difficult. Lokot 

Ridwan Batubara emphasized, "There are areas where access is not easy, so infrastructure problems 

have a direct effect on the presence of residents." The risk of apathy is the most strategic barrier 

because it is a combined output of outcome predictability, low enthusiasm, media limitations, and 

mobility barriers (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2025). 

The contestation of a single candidate in Asahan Regency does not eliminate the existence of 

political opposition. However, it shifts its form from competition between candidates to electoral 

resistance that is formal, informal, and latent. Empty boxes are a constitutional channel for people 

who do not give consent to a single candidate pair. The interview data of this study have not shown 

the existence of an empty box movement or a solidly organized consolidation of the opposition. 

Empirical findings more clearly show the perception that a single candidate will win, a decrease in 

motivation to come to the polling station, and the emergence of apathy due to the loss of open 

competition. 

The overall map of Asahan's communication opportunities and barriers confirms that the 

campaign operates on three interlocking layers, the psychological layer in the form of predictability 

of results, low enthusiasm, and the risk of apathy, the structural layer in the form of media 

limitations, bureaucratic track record, and development continuity, and the practical layer in the 

form of access and external conditions that affect citizen mobility (Karafil & Ulaş, 2023). The 

greatest opportunities lie in the narrative of continuity and the strengthening of the reasons for 

participation. In contrast, the greatest obstacles lie in the perception of the inevitability of results 

and apathy exacerbated by barriers to access. 

Communication opportunities and barriers in the two regions are formed from different 

contestation structures. Tanjung Balai displays dominant opportunities on viral momentum and 

public issues that are easy to refer to, while Asahan displays dominant opportunities on the narrative 

of sustainable development and services to build reasons for participation. The barrier center in 
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Tanjung Balai is in the form of message noise, negative comments, and social loyalty that locks in. 

In contrast, the obstacle center in Asahan is apathy, low enthusiasm, and the perception of definite 

results. 

The connection between Tanjung Balai and Asahan's findings in this section is maintained 

through one common thread, namely that campaign communication is always moving as a system 

that changes context into strategy design. The multi-candidate context gives birth to momentum-

based opportunities and disruptions, while the single-candidate context gives birth to opportunities 

based on consolidation and the meaning of participation. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Integration of research findings with previous research 

The findings present the winning campaign model as a communication system designed, 

implemented, and evaluated through the integration of campaigns, witness networks, organizational 

work, and media utilization, so that victory is understood as the output of the orchestration of 

messages, actors, channels, and field disciplines. This systemic framework opens up a strong space 

for integration with previous research because the cutting-edge literature also moves on the logic 

that electoral communication works as an ecology, i.e., the production of messages, the distribution 

of information, and the management of public perception. However, the context varies from national 

to local. This point brings together the dissertation with the findings of Adamczewska (2024) about 

the flow of political information on social media which tends to be circular and dominated by elites, 

while the ideal of interactive campaigns is often symbolic. 

Moreno-Díaz (2025) and Tirado-García (2021) show that message consistency, upload 

rhythm, and text-visual interaction strengthen persuasiveness in digital platforms, while 

dissertations show that consistency is not only maintained on social media, but also maintained 

across channels through message control, volunteer work, and narrative reinforcement in face-to-

face spaces. This pattern places digital as a multiplier, while organizational discipline and 

community relations are positioned as locking mechanisms.  

Soares (2024) places memes and humor as propagation strategies that expand reach and 

reduce resistance, while his dissertation shows that the virality of the protest song in Tanjung Balai 

works as a narrative disruption that triggers a perception shift. Kujawa (2022) shows that irony is 

used as a rhetorical strategy to weaken opponents and strengthen emotional appeal, while 

dissertations show symbolic criticism and narratives of change working to build differentiators 

against the incumbent without always relying on formal rhetorical techniques of speech. Ekman 

(2024) shows that the party uses its own produced news to control messages outside the mainstream 

media. The dissertation shows message control not only through the ownership of media channels, 

but also through internal procedures that maintain narrative consistency, content selection, and 

coordination of the digital production team. 

Sandes (2025) emphasized that visual personalization and intimate narratives can increase 

loyalty, while Mani (2025) points out that live streaming and personal branding increase Gen Z 

participation through proximity and direct engagement. The findings of the dissertation strengthen 

the function of proximity. However, proximity is positioned not as the final goal, but as a node of 

sympathy which is then converted through relational outreach, environmental visits, and field 

organization work. Gearhart (2024) found that the perception of common ethnic identity influences 

political involvement, while the dissertation places social loyalty and personal network as social 
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mechanisms that strengthen voting decisions. Idogho (2025) shows that adaptive communication 

models and message consistency strengthen leadership image, while dissertations show that 

adaptation is manifested in a combination of large-scale public events, local engagement, and the 

reinforcement of selectively selected digital content. 

The intra-national difference became sharper when the analysis shifted from Tanjung Balai, 

which had multi-candidate contests, to Asahan, where there was a single candidate against an empty 

column. This competition structure transforms the center of strategy from message differentiation 

to legitimacy work and increased turnout. Anom et al. (2024) emphasized the digital communication 

model as a key factor for success in the 2024 Presidential Election through personalization and 

interactivity, while the dissertation showed that in Asahan, the dominant communication model was 

motivational communication, consultative dialogue, village-based social mobilization, and process 

supervision up to the polling station.  

Łukasik-Turecka (2024) shows that professional figures such as medical experts increase the 

credibility of candidates in the context of the pandemic, while dissertations show local figures such 

as village heads, RT/RW, and community networks to become credibility mediators that facilitate 

invitations to vote. Pohan (2025) emphasizes a consistent and visionary communication style to 

build leadership stability, while the dissertation shows consistency in the context of local elections 

working in a more operational form, namely the consistency of the invitation to participation, the 

consistency of the narrative of the continuation of development, and the consistency of structural 

coordination up to the TPS level. 

The integrity of this comparative reading confirms that the results of the dissertation unite two 

major currents of previous research, the current that emphasizes the dynamics of digital discourse 

and the current that emphasizes the social structure and organization of the field. The context of 

Tanjung Balai shows that winning opportunities arise from public issues, narrative disruptions, and 

digital acceleration that are then locked by relational work. At the same time, the main obstacles 

stem from social loyalty and reputational risk. The context of Asahan shows that the chances of 

winning arise from the narrative of continuity and community mobilization, which are then locked 

by the order of the process. At the same time, the main obstacles stem from predictability of results, 

low enthusiasm, and apathy that are exacerbated by barriers to access. 

 The integration of findings with previous research is not only the activity of matching 

research results, but the process of assessing the quality of arguments, finding suitability, explaining 

differences, and expanding academic understanding. Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī views the ability to hear 

various views and follow the best as the character of ulul albāb, that is, an individual who uses 

reason to distinguish the truth, benefits, and weaknesses of an opinion. Tafsir Jalalain explains that 

following the best words is related to accepting the most correct and most instructive views (Al-

Razi, 2012; As-Suyuthi & Al-Mahally, 2015). 

 

Integration of Research Findings with Nowak and Warneryd's Campaign Model 

The findings show that the Pilkada campaign is a communication system that works through 

the integration of messages, actors, channels, organizations, and feedback, so that victory is not 

understood as a separate series of activities, but as a design that gradually produces support and 

legitimacy. The framework can be interpreted as integrated with Nowak and Warneryd's campaign 

model, which places campaigns as a strategic process from goal setting, strategy formulation, 

messaging and channel structuring, resource organization, to continuous evaluation and adjustment. 
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The emphasis on the relationship of objectives and instruments allows the dissertation findings on 

differences in competition structures, the multi-candidate Tanjung Balai and the single-candidate 

Asahan against the blank columns, translated as differences in objectives and the operational logic 

of the campaign within the same framework. 

The objectives of the Tanjung Balai campaign are oriented towards differentiation and 

shifting perceptions in the fierce competition. In contrast, the objectives of the Asahan campaign 

are oriented towards participatory legitimacy through increasing voter attendance and social 

acceptance of results. This clarity of purpose explains why the dominant components in each region 

differ without denying the similarity that the two still function as campaign systems (H. C. Chen et 

al., 2025; Schwab et al., 2024). Tanjung Balai's findings show that challengers' positioning is built 

through the narrative of change and performance comparison as a differentiator, so the strategy 

shifts to framing work that focuses public assessment on governance evaluation. Asahan's findings 

show a strategy moving on to motivational and defensive communication that affirms the mandate, 

responsibility, and meaning of the presence of voting as the basis for legitimacy. 

Tanjung Balai's findings feature segmentation of women and youth, as well as mapping 

environmental nodes that determine the direction of activities, so that messages and forms of 

engagement are tailored to the character of the audience. Segmentation decisions in Asahan move 

through the mapping of village communities and environmental structures that are most effective 

in driving participation. The findings show the role of village heads, RT/RW, and environmental 

leaders as liaisons who translate the message of participation into community norms. Tanjung 

Balai's findings show that the narrative of change is maintained as an anchor, then strengthened 

through criticism based on public issues so that the differentiator against the incumbent remains 

credible. The message design in Asahan presents participation as a core that continues to be repeated 

in various forms, ranging from public dialogue and aspiration consultation to strengthening mandate 

symbols (Ofori & Lockee, 2021; Sudarma et al., 2022). 

Tanjung Balai's findings place coordinated social media operations as an engine for 

accelerating diffusion, while field activities are a source of events that can be elevated into content. 

The selection of channels in Asahan shows a greater reliance on face-to-face and community forums 

due to limited media coverage and the need to repeat participatory messages. Tanjung Balai's 

findings show a division of roles among the content production team, the field team, and the 

relational network, so that message work and mobilization work run simultaneously (Draganidis et 

al., 2024). The organizational components in Asahan emphasize territorial structural support, 

regional division, reporting mechanisms, and local coordination that adjusts the approach to the 

environment. The findings also place electoral vigilance as part of the system, so that legitimacy is 

sought not only through invitation, but also through public confidence in the orderliness of the 

process (Rožman & Štrukelj, 2021). 

Tanjung Balai's findings feature an orchestration of activity scale: large events for visibility 

and small engagements for proximity, so the campaign's rhythm maintains public attention while 

locking in micro-support. Scheduling in Asahan relies on repeated messages through neighborhood 

meetings and networks of local figures to contain the decline in enthusiasm. Tanjung Balai's 

findings show the need to read public conversations, manage negative comments, and adjust content 

based on potential reputational risks and engagement opportunities (Dongyan et al., 2022; Qi, 

2023). Feedback on Asahan appears as a reading of symptoms of apathy, low enthusiasm, barriers 
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to access, and limited media, so that strategy adjustments tend to move towards strengthening social 

mobilization and choosing channels that are closer to the community. 

Tanjung Balai's findings show that public issues such as floods and garbage serve as a source 

of legitimacy for the narrative of change, so that the issue becomes an opportunity to strengthen 

competitive framing. Asahan's findings show that infrastructure issues and external conditions are 

more often obstacles that increase the cost of voting, so that the issue demands a practical response 

that strengthens mobilization work. Tanjung Balai's findings place legitimacy on the ability to 

position candidates as credible alternatives through framing issues and strengthening public 

perception. Asahan's findings place legitimacy on the participation and order of the process, so that 

the mandate is perceived as valid when citizens present to vote and believe that the process is 

running smoothly. This integration pattern shows that the Nowak and Warneryd models can explain 

the differences in winning mechanisms as variations in the same campaign framework, namely the 

goal of determining strategy, strategy determining segmentation, segmentation determining the 

message, message determining the channel, the channel demanding the organization, the 

organization setting the rhythm, the rhythm of generating responses, the response becoming 

feedback (Shangguan & Zha, 2025; Q. Zhang, 2025). 

The comparative synthesis born from the integration confirms two configurations of campaign 

models that are equally consistent with Nowak and Warneryd: the competitive-adaptive 

configuration in Tanjung Balai and the legitimative-participatory configuration in Asahan. 

Competitive-adaptive configurations demand discourse speed, disruption management, and support 

locking over relational networks. The legitimacy-participatory configuration requires the meaning 

of participation, the repetition of invitations to the community node, and the strengthening of 

process integrity as a support for social acceptance. This structure is close to the principle of 

communication in Surah Ibrāhīm verse 4, which explains that each messenger was sent using the 

language of his people so that the message could be explained clearly. Al-Zamakhsyarī explained 

that the use of tribal language is a condition for understanding the message because explanations 

will not work when the recipient does not understand the system of meaning used by the 

communicator. Hamka also emphasized that language is not only a word structure, but a way to 

bring messages closer to the nature of the mind and life of the community (Al-Zamakhsyari, 1995; 

Hamka, 2012). 

 

Integration of Research Findings with Theory of Winning Campaign Models and Political 

Communication 

Dissertation findings place winning as the output of a planned, coordinated, and measurable 

political communication system through the orchestration of messages, actors, channels, and 

disciplines of field organization, so that victory is not understood as a spontaneous effect of the 

candidate's popularity alone. This framework can be integrated with the theory of the winning 

campaign model that emphasizes the determination of electoral goals, resource mapping, 

determination of target segments, mastery of the issue agenda, and the securing of votes in the final 

stage, as well as with political communication theory that focuses on the production of meaning, 

legitimacy, and the formation of public consent (B. Cheng, 2024; Lai & Fortwengel, 2025). 

The different competition structures between Tanjung Balai City and Asahan Regency 

provide the most obvious integration footing because the theory of the winning campaign model 

always assumes that the configuration of the contest determines the logic of the action. The multi-
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candidate contestation in Tanjung Balai requires a strategy of differentiation and swing voter 

competition. In contrast, the contestation of a single candidate facing an empty column in Asahan 

demands a strategy of legitimacy and strengthening participation. This difference shows that the 

winning campaign model moves not only on "winning over opponents", but on "generating 

revenue" that corresponds to the type of competition. 

The mapping of the competition field as the first step in the theory of the winning campaign 

model can be seen in Tanjung Balai's findings on competitive framing and performance comparison 

as a communication umbrella. Competitive framing puts candidates in a relevant alternative 

position, whereas performance comparisons provide credible argumentative material to direct 

public judgments. The findings of the dissertation show that local issues such as floods, garbage, 

and fiscal problems are not just used as topics, but as anchors for the narrative of change to assess 

incumbents and challengers. This integration emphasizes that the winning campaign model requires 

a public issue-based setting agenda that has resonance, while political communication explains how 

that resonance is built through repetition, symbols, and references to citizens' experiences 

(Berestova et al., 2022; Cosby et al., 2025). 

The need for winning campaign models to break through the information noise in multi-

candidate contests is seen in findings on message control, internal content review, and cross-channel 

narrative consistency. Communication channels as a winning instrument in the theory of the 

winning campaign model can be read through the findings of coordinated social media operations 

in Tanjung Balai combined with fieldwork. Strengthening digital engagement expands reach and 

accelerates diffusion, while neighborhood visits and community discussions turn impressions into 

social commitments. This integration confirms that an effective winning campaign model requires 

hybrid campaigns, while political communication explains that attitude changes often require 

relational strengthening beyond media exposure (Hermawan, 2025). 

The relational work connects the winning campaign model with the theory of political 

communication about credibility and trust as persuasion capital. Findings on persuasive outreach 

and sympathy building suggest that emotional closeness and a sense of "no distance" broaden 

acceptance, especially among still fluid voters. The presence of viral momentum and narrative 

disruption in Tanjung Balai shows that the winning campaign model also deals with external factors 

that can suddenly shift the arena of competition (Stevani & Patricia Robin, 2023). This integration 

confirms that winning in a competitive context requires the ability to manage a fast-moving public 

agenda without losing the consistency of the candidate's meaning. 

The switch to Asahan shows how the winning campaign model can work in contests that seem 

"easy" but actually carry the risk of delegitimization. The dissertation findings showed that the 

predictability of the results reduced excitement, triggered an inevitability perception, and increased 

apathy risk, so that the goal of winning shifted from seizing support to mobilizing participation. 

This integration confirms that the winning campaign model on a single candidate still requires 

planning, as winning numbers without participation risks weakening social acceptance (Gier-

Reinartz & Harms, 2024; van der Wilt, 2024). 

Motivational and defensive communication in Asahan emphasizes the function of political 

communication as the production of legitimacy and the meaning of the act of choice. The 

participatory and consultative approach that stands out in Asahan shows the dimension of political 

communication that is oriented towards dialogue and recognition of aspirations. The dissertation 

findings show that public dialogue and aspirational absorption are used to reduce symbolic distance 
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and foster a sense of belonging. Village-based social mobilization and local leadership in Asahan 

show that the winning campaign model relies on networks that can repeat messages and shape norms 

of participation (Cristache et al., 2025; Menegatto et al., 2025). 

Structural support, regional division, reporting mechanisms, and local coordination in Asahan 

show the character of the winning campaign model as the work of a territorial organization. The 

dimension of electoral vigilance and witness networks connects the winning campaign model with 

the winning theory of vote security and process security. Integration with political communication 

confirms that the order of the process is part of the production of trust, so that witnesses and 

supervision are not just technical, but a symbol of integrity that affects the social acceptance of 

results. 

The comparison of Tanjung Balai and Asahan confirms the theoretical principle of the 

winning campaign model that the suitability of the strategy with the structure of the competition 

and the character of the voters determines victory. Tanjung Balai demands a strategy of 

differentiation, mastery of discourse, and reputation risk management, while Asahan demands a 

strategy of mobilizing participation, meaning of mandates, and strengthening process integrity. The 

integrity of the dissertation findings also strengthens the idea that political communication is formed 

through a combination of arguments, emotions, symbols, and social networks (Vaccari, 2022; Wang 

et al., 2022). 

This integrative synthesis shows that the theory of the winning campaign model provides a 

framework for decisions, objectives, segmentation, messages, channels, organization, and security. 

In contrast, the theory of political communication explains the mechanisms of meaning, legitimacy, 

trust, and discourse that make strategic decisions effective. The dissertation findings combine the 

two through evidence that a successful winning campaign model always takes the form of a 

communication system that transforms context into action design. 

The winning campaign model and political communication place messages as an instrument 

of image formation, public relations, trust, and support. The use of such messages requires ethical 

boundaries so that persuasive skills do not turn into manipulation. Surah Al-Aḥzāb verse 70 

commands believers to convey qawlan sadīdan, which are true, straight, and appropriate words. 

Hamka interprets qawlan sadīdan as a speech that does not deviate from the truth and is not formed 

to deceive others. Quraish Shihab explains that sadīd words are not only true in substance, but also 

on target, constructive, and producing improvements (Hamka, 2012; Shihab, 2015). 

Campaigns in Asahan Regency must ensure that the invitation to vote for a single candidate 

does not turn into political pressure or denial of the public's right to vote for a blank column. 

Campaigns in Tanjung Balai City must ensure that framing, performance comparisons, and 

narrative disruption do not escalate into slander, character assassination, or the exploitation of 

identity sentiments. The principle of qawlan sadīdan places the freedom of the electorate and the 

truth of information as the limits for the winning strategy. 

 

Integration of Research Findings with Political Participation Theory 

The findings of the dissertation placed political participation not only as the behavior of 

coming to the polling station, but as the output of a campaign communication system that shaped 

meaning, produced motivation, and organized citizen actions through local social networks. This 

framework can be integrated with political participation theory, which views participation as the 

result of resource interactions, psychological impulses, social norms, structural opportunities, and 
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perceived incentives, so that the decision to choose arises when citizens feel capable, feel necessary, 

and feel that their involvement is meaningful. The findings of the dissertation provide two 

contrasting contexts: Tanjung Balai as a multi-candidate competition and Asahan as a single-

candidate race against a blank column. This difference in context makes it clear that participation 

is contingent, namely influenced by the structure of the competition and the way the public 

interprets elections (Kailthya & Kambhampati, 2022; Shen, 2023). 

The concept of competition stimulus in participation theory can be read through Tanjung 

Balai's findings, which display message noise, narrative differentiation, and public attention 

struggle as characteristics of the multi-candidate arena. The tight competition increases the intensity 

of information exposure. It strengthens the relevance of the election as a social event, so that citizens 

are more encouraged to compare candidates and discuss choices. The increase in election salience 

in Tanjung Balai is related to the dimension of strong public issue discourse in the dissertation 

findings, because the issues of floods, garbage, and governance are common references in citizens' 

conversations. The findings of the dissertation show the relevance of working through competitive 

framing and performance comparison, so that residents view participation as a way of affirming 

their assessment of the condition of the city (Abdollahian et al., 2024; Hadarics, 2025). 

The relevance of the issue in Tanjung Balai not only increases intentions, but also converts 

intentions into actions through social mechanisms that strengthen decisions. Findings on personal 

networking, neighborhood campaigning, and relational outreach show that political participation 

and choices are negotiated through family, work relationships, and the environment. The digital 

engagement dimension in Tanjung Balai's findings expands the reading of participation theory in 

contemporary contexts that place media as a catalyst. Digital engagement has an important dual 

consequence in participation theory because intensive exposure can mobilize. However, it can also 

lead to cynicism when the digital space is filled with negative comments and reputational attacks. 

The viral momentum that stands out in Tanjung Balai shows a mechanism of participation 

that works through psychological impact and the formation of collective emotions. The dissertation 

findings show that viral content can shift perceptions of incumbents and strengthen the narrative of 

change, so that participation gains symbolic energy that quickly spreads and thickens the public 

conversation. The pragmatic calculations found at Tanjung Balai place participation within the 

framework of rational daily choices. Dissertation findings suggest that voting decisions can involve 

pragmatic considerations and small-scale practical support perceived as part of the campaign, so 

that incentives strengthen commitment to engage without removing the role of issues and social 

relations (Enyioha et al., 2024; von Borzyskowski et al., 2022). 

The switch to Asahan shows how participation theory explains the decline in participation 

when the competition stimulus weakens, and perceived outcomes are predictable. The dissertation 

findings showed that inevitability perception, reduced excitement, and low enthusiasm increased 

apathy risk, so that residents questioned the benefits of attending to vote. The dissertation findings 

show that defensive and motivational communication is used to reverse those perceptions by 

emphasizing the mandate and responsibility of participation. Citizen involvement through 

participatory and consultative models in Asahan strengthens the dimension of psychological 

engagement described by participation theory. Public dialogue and the absorption of aspirations 

make residents feel recognized, so that their sense of belonging to the process increases. 

The role of local leaders and strong village leadership in Asahan shows a mobilization 

mechanism known as participation theory as recruitment networks. The findings of the dissertation 
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place village heads, RT/RW, and environmental leaders as the most effective channels to invite 

residents, because they have closeness and authority in their daily lives. This integration shows that 

recruitment networks increase participation by reducing information costs, increasing norm 

pressures, and providing a sense of security that voting actions align with community expectations 

(Chin, 2021; McIlwaine et al., 2023). The dimensions of structural support and local coordination 

in Asahan show that participation also depends on organizational capacity to reduce practical 

barriers (Alodat et al., 2023; Willeck & Mendelberg, 2022). 

The barriers to access through infrastructure issues and disaster conditions in Asahan's 

findings show the cost component of participation emphasized by the theory of rational 

participation. Mobility costs, weather risks, and difficulty in access increase opportunity costs, so 

that residents who are already low in enthusiasm are more likely to choose not to attend. Electoral 

vigilance in Asahan's findings strengthens the dimensions of trust and perceived integrity, which 

are important for participation. The dissertation findings show that oversight of the process and 

messages about order at polling stations strengthen the belief that votes are counted, so participation 

is perceived as not in vain. Administrative continuity and development continuity as opportunities 

in Asahan show how the campaign builds benefit perception for participation. 

A comparison of the two contexts shows that participation theory can be read as a mobilization 

situation that relies on high salience, discourse competition, and acceleration of public emotions, 

while Asahan is a mobilization situation that relies on community norms, local leadership, and the 

meaning of mandates (Cofie et al., 2023; Patwary & Esha, 2025). The overall integration of the 

findings with the theory of political participation makes it clear that participation in local elections 

is formed through two paths that are equally valid but have different pressures: the competitive-

perception path in Tanjung Balai and the legitimative-normative path in Asahan. The competitive-

perceptual path mobilizes through public issues, virality, and shifting perceptions that are then 

locked in by environmental networks and personal relationships. The legitimacy-normative path 

mobilizes through the meaning of participation, encouragement of local figures, repetition of 

community forums, and strengthening trust in the process, so that turnout is produced as a social 

norm that supports the legitimacy of results. 

Political participation in the Islamic perspective is not limited to the presence of the 

community at the polling station, but includes involvement in discussing, assessing, and 

determining common affairs. Surah Ash-Syūrā verse 38 places deliberation as one of the 

characteristics of the believing community. Ibn Katsir explained that a society that makes 

deliberation a principle does not make important decisions unilaterally, but considers the views of 

interested parties. This interpretation expands the theory of political participation of Verba, Nie, 

and Kim by presenting an ethical dimension in the form of equality, openness, and interest 

orientation in citizen involvement (Ibn Katsir, 2018; al-Maḥallī & al-Suyūṭī, 2015; Ministry of 

Religion of the Republic of Indonesia, 2016). The principle of deliberation emphasizes that 

legitimacy is not only generated from the number of votes, but also from the process of 

communication that provides space for differences, freedom of choice, and the responsibility of 

maintaining the unity of society after the contestation is over. 
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CONCLUSION 

The conclusion of this study confirms that the winning campaign model in the Asahan and Tanjung 

Balai Regional Elections is not only determined by the intensity of the campaign, but also by the way 

the candidate pairs read the competition structure and turn it into a communication design that is relevant 

to voter psychology, the configuration of local actors, and the dynamics of public conversation that 

forms support and legitimacy. Asahan frames communication as a work of electoral legitimacy, so that 

the winning design is oriented toward mobilizing participation, consolidating local social networks, and 

strengthening the meaning of elections so they are not perceived as mere formalities against empty 

columns. Tanjung Balai places communication as a work of competitive differentiation, so that the 

winning design focuses on audience segmentation, strengthening candidate identities through 

differentiating narratives, accelerating cross-channel message distribution, and issue management to 

respond to dense message competition. 

Asahan has an opportunity for ease of consolidation due to the absence of rival candidates, so that 

the narrative of stability, program sustainability, and leadership certainty is easier to produce and 

circulate. However, the main obstacle is legitimacy, determined by voter participation, political 

saturation, and the risk of a perception of "elections without competition" that reduces enthusiasm. 

Tanjung Balai has an opportunity to open up a space for differentiation for incumbents and the formation 

of momentum issues that can shift public preferences. However, the main obstacles are message density, 

volatility of public opinion, negative narrative attacks, and competition between support networks, 

which make message acceptance highly dependent on response speed and framing accuracy. Asahan 

emphasized that legitimacy is more produced through the success of mobilizing social participation and 

acceptance. In contrast, Tanjung Balai emphasized that support is more contested through image battles, 

issue control, and the ability to maintain narrative cohesion amid the turbulence of public conversation. 
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